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Foreword 


The family exists at the heart of all societies. It 
is the first and most basic community to which 
every person belongs. There is nothing more fun¬ 
damental to our vitality as a society and as a 
Church. For, in the words of Pope John Paul II, 
"The future of humanity passes by way of the 
family" (On the Family, no. 86). 

Thus, it is fitting that the United Nations has 
drawn attention to the condition of family life 
throughout the world. By designating 1994 the 
International Year of the Family, it has invited 
everyone—especially families—to deepen their 
understanding of family life, to identify matters 
important to the family's well-being, and to take 
action that will strengthen families. 

This message of the United States Catholic bish¬ 
ops to families takes as a starting point the Interna¬ 
tional Year and its theme. Family: Resources and Re¬ 
sponsibilities in a Changing World. It invites families 
to examine the quality of their lives. It asks them to 
reflect on their strengths as well as their weak¬ 
nesses; on their resources as well as their needs. 

The message shares with families a vision of 
their great calling that is rooted in Christ's teach¬ 
ing and developed in the life of his believing com¬ 
munity. It urges families to seek the healing, 
strength, and meaning that Christ offers through 
his Church. It pledges the support of the Church 
so that families might recognize their resources 
and carry out their responsibilities in a changing 
world. 

This message stands within the tradition of 
teaching on marriage and family expressed 
through our Holy Father, the Second Vatican 
Council, and the National Conference of Catholic 
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Bishops. Of necessity, it deals with only a few of 
the issues relevant to family life today. It offers a 
limited pastoral treatment of them consistent 
with the vocation of every Christian to follow the 
way of love, even as Christ loved you (cf. Eph 5:2). 

The message is addressed primarily to Chris¬ 
tian families but is intended also for all who can 
use it toward strengthening their families. 

Questions are placed at various points in the 
message to encourage readers to make personal 
applications, as well as to use the text as the basis 
for discussion in their homes and with other 
families. 

At the end of the message there is a select an¬ 
notated list of church teaching on marriage and 
family. 

Pastors and church ministers are encouraged 
to help families receive this message and use it. 


JL 
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Families Are a Sign 
of God's Presence 


Ways of Loving 

When people talk about life in a family, they speak of 
love with its abiding peace, its searing pain, its moments of 
joy and disappointment, its heroic struggle and ordinary 
routines. 

"Family is where someone loves you no matter what," 
a teenager declares. 

"Family doesn't mean just mom, dad, and kids, but 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and others," explains a His¬ 
panic woman. 

"In a family you don't have to look very far to find your 
cross," a father observes. 

"My child asks me such mystical questions," reports a 
young mother. "I learn so much." 

"My teenagers were very sensitive to me during my di¬ 
vorce. God was there for me," a single parent recalls. 

The story of family life is a story about love—shared, 
nurtured, and sometimes rejected or lost. In every family 
God is revealed uniquely and personally, for God is love 
and those who live in love, live in God and God dwells in 
them (cf. 1 Jn4:16). 

And so our message is one that springs from love and 
that offers you a reflection on love: how it is experienced in 
a family, how it is challenged today, how it grows and en¬ 
riches others, and how it needs the support of the whole 
Church. 

We write to you as 
pastors and teachers in 
the Church, but we come 
to you as family members 
also. We are sons and 
brothers and uncles. We 
have known the commit¬ 
ment and sacrifices of a 
mother and father, the 
warmth of a family's care, 
the happiness and pain 
that are part of loving. 

Some of us lived in 
single-parent families; 
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others were adopted children. Some of us grew up in alco¬ 
holic homes. We came from affluence and from families 
where money was scarce. 

Some of us have felt the hurt of racial discrimination or 
cultural prejudice. Some have lived for many generations 
in this country. Others are recent immigrants. 

With our families, we celebrate the birth of a baby or a 
loved one's success. We rejoice at weddings and anniversa¬ 
ries of family members even as we grieve at an untimely death 
or the breakup of a married couple. 

Knowing your many joys and struggles, we value your 
witness of fidelity in marriage and in family life. We rejoice with 
you in your happiness. We walk with you in your sorrow. 


The Way of Love 

Our ministry as pastors and teachers is enriched by our 
family experience. In addition, our vocation of leadership 
connects us to all families. It gives us the responsibility of 
opening up God's truth about human existence and of 
sharing with you the saving resources which the Lord has 
entrusted to the Church. 

With our Holy Father, we consider it a privilege to under¬ 
take "the mission of proclaiming with joy and conviction the 
good news about the family" (On the Family, no. 86). 

Yes, there is good news to tell. You may occasionally 
catch a glimpse of it in the news media and in conversation 
with neighbors or fellow workers. But the full story is to be 
found in God's word. The First Letter of John puts it suc¬ 
cinctly: 

In this way the love of God was revealed to us: God 
sent his only Son into the world that we mighthave life 
through him. In this is love: not that we have loved 
God, but that he loved us.... Beloved, if God so loved 
us, we also must love one another (1 Jn 4:9-11). 

Thus, the basic vocation of every person, whether mar¬ 
ried or living a celibate life, is the same: follow the way of love, 
even as Christ loved you (cf. Eph 5:2). The Lord issues this call 
to your family and to every family regardless of its condi¬ 
tion or circumstances. 

Love brought you to life as a family. Love sustains you 
through good and bad times. When our Church teaches 
that the family is an "intimate community of life and love," 
it identifies something perhaps you already know and of¬ 
fers you a vision toward which to grow. 


7 



What you do in your family to create a community of 
love, to help each other to grow, and to serve those in need 
is critical, not only for your own sanctification but for the 
strength of society and our Church. It is a participation in 
the work of the Lord, a sharing in the mission of the Church. 
It is holy. 


Reflection Questions 

• What image, feeling, or memory comes to mind when 
you think about your family? 

• What does it tell you about your life as a family? 


You Are the Church in Your Home 

Baptism brings all Christians into union with God. 
Your family life is sacred because family relationships con¬ 
firm and deepen this union and allow the Lord to work 
through you. The profound and the ordinary moments of 
daily life—mealtimes, workdays, vacations, expressions of 
love and intimacy, household chores, caring for a sick child 
or elderly parent, and even conflicts over things like how to 
celebrate holidays, discipline children, or spend money— 
all are the threads from which you can weave a pattern of 
holiness. 

Jesus promised to be where two or three are gathered 
in his name (cf. Mt 18:20). We give the name church to the 
people whom the Lord gathers, who strive to follow his 
way of love, and through whose lives his saving presence 
is made known. 

A family is our first community and the most basic way 
in which the Lord gathers us, forms us, and acts in the 
world. The early Church expressed this truth by calling the 
Christian family a domestic church or church of the home. 

This marvelous teaching was underemphasized for 
centuries but reintroduced by the Second Vatican Council. 
Today we are still uncovering its rich treasure. 

The point of the teaching is simple, yet profound. As 
Christian families, you not only belong to the Church, but 
your daily life is a true expression of the Church. 

Your domestic church is not complete by itself, of 
course. It should be united with and supported by parishes 
and other communities within the larger Church. Christ 
has called you and joined you to himself in and through the 
sacraments. Therefore, you share in one and the same mis¬ 
sion that he gives to the whole Church. 
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You carry out the mission of the church of the home in 
ordinary ways when: 

You believe in God and that God cares about you. It 
is God to whom you turn in times of trouble. It is 
God to whom you give thanks when all goes well. 

You love and never give i j 

up believing in the value j 

of another person. Before ^ 

ones hear the 


young 
Word of God preached 
the pulpit, they 


from 

form a picture of God a \ 

drawn from their earliest 1 \ .* 

experiences of being fe I V & 

loved by parents, grand- lb: . \/ : v 

parents, godparents, and 
other family members. 

You foster intimacy, be- * j 

ginning with the physi- [ fit 
cal and spiritual union of 
the spouses and extend¬ 
ing in appropriate ways 
to the whole family. To 

be able to share yourself—good and bad qualities— 
within a family and to be accepted there is indispen¬ 
sable to forming a close relationship with the Lord. 

You evangelize by professing faith in God, acting in 
accord with gospel values, and setting an example of 
Christian living for your children and for others. 
And your children, by their spontaneous and genu¬ 
ine spirituality, will often surprise you into recogniz¬ 
ing God's presence. 

You educate . As the primary teachers of your chil¬ 
dren, you impart knowledge of the faith and help 
them to acquire values necessary for Christian living. 
Your example is the most effective way to teach. 
Sometimes they listen and learn; sometimes they 
teach you new ways of believing and understanding. 
Your wisdom and theirs come from the same Spirit. 

You pray together, thanking God for blessings, reaching 
for strength, asking for guidance in crisis and doubt. You 
know as you gather—restless toddlers, searching teenag¬ 
ers, harried adults—that God answers all prayers, but 
sometimes in surprising ways. 

You serve one another, often sacrificing your own 
wants, for the other's good. You struggle to take up 
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your cross and carry it with love. Your "deaths" and 
"risings" become compelling signs of Jesus' own life, 
death, and resurrection. 

v You forgive and seek reconciliation. Over and 
over, you let go of old hurts and grudges to make 
peace with one another. And family members come 
to believe that, no matter what, they are still loved 
by you and by God. 

-v You celebrate life—birthdays and weddings, births 
and deaths, a first day of school and a graduation, 
rites of passage into adulthood, new jobs, old 
friends, family reunions, surprise visits, holy days 
and holidays. You come together when tragedy 
strikes and in joyful celebration of the sacraments. 
As you gather for a meal, you break bread and share 
stories, becoming more fully the community of love 
Jesus calls us to be. 

r You welcome the stranger, the lonely one, the griev¬ 
ing person into your home. You give drink to the 
thirsty and food to the hungry. The Gospel assures 
us that when we do this, they are strangers no more, 
but Christ. 

v You act justly in your community when you treat 
others with respect, stand against discrimination and 
racism, and work to overcome hunger, poverty, 
homelessness, illiteracy. 

■v You affirm life as a precious gift from God. You oppose 
whatever destroys life, such as abortion, euthanasia, un¬ 
just war, capital punishment, neighborhood and domes¬ 
tic violence, poverty and racism. Within your family, 
when you shun violent words and actions and look for 
peaceful ways to resolve conflict, you become a voice for 
life, forming peacemakers for the next generation. 

You raise up vocations to the priesthood and relig¬ 
ious life as you encourage your children to listen for 
God's call and respond to God's grace. This is espe¬ 
cially fostered through family prayer, involvement in 
parish life, and by the way you speak of priests, sis¬ 
ters, brothers, and permanent deacons. 

No domestic church does all this perfectly. But neither 
does any parish or diocesan church. All members of the 
Church struggle daily to become more faithful disciples of 
Christ. 

We need to enable families to recognize that they are a 
domestic church. There may be families who do not under¬ 
stand or believe they are a domestic church. Maybe they 
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feel overwhelmed by this 
calling or unable to carry 
out its responsibilities. 

Perhaps they consider 
their family too "broken" 
to be used for the Lord's 
purposes. But remember, 
a family is holy not be¬ 
cause it is perfect but be¬ 
cause God's grace is at 
work in it, helping it to set 
out anew everyday on the 
way of love. 

Like the whole 
Church, every Christian 
family rests on a firm 
foundation, namely, Christ's promise to be faithful to those 
he has chosen. When a man and a woman pledge them¬ 
selves to each other in the sacrament of matrimony, they 
join in Christ's promise and become a living sign of his un¬ 
ion with the Church (cf. Eph 5:32). 

Therefore, a committed, permanent, faithful relation¬ 
ship of husband and wife is the root of a family. It strength¬ 
ens all the members, provides best for the needs of children, 
and causes the church of the home to be an effective sign of 
Christ in the world. 

Wherever a family exists and love still moves through 
its members, grace is present. Nothing—not even divorce 
or death—can place limits upon God's gracious love. 

And so, we recognize the courage and determination of 
families with one parent raising the children. Somehow you 
fulfill your call to create a good home, care for your children, 
hold down a job, and undertake responsibilities in the neigh¬ 
borhood and church. You reflect the power of faith, the 
strength of love, and the certainty that God does not abandon 
us when circumstances leave you alone in parenting. 

Those who try to blend two sets of children into one 
family face a special challenge to accept differences and to 
love unconditionally. They offer us a practical example of 
peacemaking. 

Families arising from an interreligious marriage give 
witness to the universality of God's love which overcomes 
all division. When family members respect one another's 
different religious beliefs and practices, they testify to our 
deeper unity as a human family called to live in peace with 
one another. 
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We share the pain of cou¬ 
ples who struggle without 
success to conceive a child. 
We admire and encourage 
families who adopt a child, be¬ 
come foster parents, or care 
for an elderly or disabled rela¬ 
tive in their homes. 

We offer our heartfelt 
sympathy and support to 
those parents who grieve at 
the death of a child due to ill¬ 
ness, stillbirth, or the violence 
so prevalent in our society to¬ 
day. 

We honor all families 
who, in the face of obstacles, 
remain faithful to Christ's way of love. The church of the 
home can live and grow in every family. 

hi our pastoral ministry, we have listened to many fami¬ 
lies: to husbands and wives, to estranged spouses, to abused 
and abandoned spouses, to single parents, and to children. 
We know that all families long for the peace, the accep¬ 
tance, a sense of purpose, and the reconciliation that the 
term church of the home suggests. We believe that with 
prayer; hard work; understanding; commitment; the sup¬ 
port of other families, parish priests, deacons and their 
wives, and religious and lay pastoral ministers; and espe¬ 
cially with God's grace, the church of the home is built in or¬ 
dinary homes, in your family. 



Reflection Questions 

• Reflect for a moment on your life as a family. Do you 
recall a time when you felt God's presence in your midst? 

• Why do you think this was so? 

• What was happening? 

• Recall one or more instances where you experienced 
being church, either in the home or outside of it. 

What was the outcome? 
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Living in Today's Society 

We know you face obstacles as you try to maintain 
strong family ties and to follow your calling as a church of 
the home. The rapid pace of social change; the religious, 
ethnic, and cultural diversity of our society; the revolution 
of values within our culture; the intrusion of mass media; 
the impact of political and economic conditions: all these 
place families under considerable stress. 

Some family pressures are due to broad social forces 
over which a family has little control. But other pressures 
are caused by personal choices, sometimes involving hu¬ 
man weakness and sinful behavior. 

Divorce, a serious contemporary problem, takes a heavy 
toll on family life. Spouses and children are affected most im¬ 
mediately, but so too are grandparents, other relatives, and 
friends that make up the extended family. Divorce can create 
in young people a fear of and a reluctance to make lifelong 
commitments. It often pushes families into poverty and con¬ 
tributes to other social ills. 

F amilie s are burdened also by the economic demands of 
providing housing, health care, childcare when needed, edu¬ 
cation, and proper care for sick or elderly members. Unem¬ 
ployment or the fear of losing a job haunts many families. 

Child and spouse abuse are touching the lives of more 
families. So, too, is the tragedy of AIDS. Families struggle 
with alcoholism, crime and gang violence in their neighbor¬ 
hoods, substance abuse, and suicide among youth. In a never- 
ending stream, communications media bring images and 
messages into your homes that may contradict your values 
and exert a negative influence on your children. 

Some families face multiple burdens of poverty, ra¬ 
cism, religious and cultural discrimination. New immi¬ 
grant families can feel unwelcome in our communities and 
caught in a conflict between cultures. 

Not all families experience these pressures to the same 
degree. Some are damaged by forces beyond their control. 
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Many more, however, continue with prayerful determina¬ 
tion and trust in God. All deserve our compassion and sup¬ 
port—those who persevere also our gratitude as they show 
us the very faithfulness of God. 

Pressure is brought to bear on families not only by out¬ 
side forces but by those ordinary and inevitable tensions 
which arise from within. Daily you discover how different 
temperaments and opposing points of view can create hard 
feelings and even lasting bitterness. Human weakness and 
sinfulness often make it difficult to accept differences. 

Recall how the wayward 
son swallowed his pride and 
returned home to find a for¬ 
giving father awaiting him 
and a family celebrating his 
arrival (cf. Lk 15:11-32). In the 
same way, all of us who suffer 
broken relationships are 
called to make peace, to rees¬ 
tablish trust, and to repledge 
love. 

This can be an especially 
painful task for parents. What 
if your child becomes ad¬ 
dicted to drugs, or harms oth¬ 
ers through drunken driving, 
or chooses friends you con¬ 
sider a bad influence? What if 
your adult child leaves the 
Church or makes other choices that cause you pain? Is it 
still possible to maintain a loving relationship without ap¬ 
proving the child's behavior? How much can you accept 
before you compromise your own integrity? 

It's not possible in this message to give complete an¬ 
swers to these questions and to the many others you con¬ 
front. But what we can do, as your pastors and teachers, is 
to shed the light of Sacred Scripture and our Catholic tradi¬ 
tion on a few key issues which you face. 

In the next few pages we would like to discuss with you 
four challenges in family life. They are: living faithfully, 
giving life, growing in mutuality, and taking time. They 
make a claim on your resources and responsibilities as a 
church of the home. They point out how you can follow the 
zvay of love, even as Christ loved you (cf. Eph 5:2). 
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Reflection Questions 

• Can you think of a pressure that has brought trouble to 
your family? 

• How did you deal with it? 

• Did this bring you closer or drive you farther apart 
as a family? 


Living Faithfully 

The Sacred Scripture passage that many couples choose 
for their wedding ceremony is a marvelous blueprint for lov¬ 
ing. 

Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, [love] is 
not pompous, it is not inflated, it is not rude, it does 
not seek its own interests, it is not quick-tempered, it 
does not brood over injury, it does not rejoice over 
wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. It bears all 
things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures 
all things. Love never fails (1 Cor 13:4-8). 

These words of St. Paul are worth daily meditation not only 
for their insight into the true shape of love but for strength¬ 
ening our wills to follow this way of love. The love that he 
describes flourishes in faithful, stable relationships. This 
applies, first and foremost, to a marriage. It is true also for 
the entire family. 

When a woman and a man vow to be true in good times 
and in bad they are confirming a decision to love one an¬ 
other. But, as married couples have taught us, this decision 
to love is one we have to make over and over again, when it 
feels good and when it does not. It is a decision to look for, 
act on, and pray for the good of the people we say we love. 
It is a pledge of fidelity. 

Our world today needs living witnesses to fidelity. 
These are the most convincing signs of the love that Christ 
has for every humanbeing. Couples who are living faithful 
lives of mutual love and support—though not without dif¬ 
ficulties—have the gratitude of the whole Church. 

You know the value of a loving and life-giving mar¬ 
riage. Indeed, your marriage is a gift to all of us. A wonder¬ 
ful way to share this gift, as well as to reinvigorate your 
own commitment, would be to help engaged couples pre¬ 
pare for the sacrament of matrimony. We invite you to be¬ 
come part of this important ministry through a parish or di¬ 
ocesan program. 
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Couples who are finding it hard to stay married de¬ 
serve our prayers and assistance. The Church can offer 
them the counsel of other married couples and the assur¬ 
ance that, with God's grace, it is possible to live their voca¬ 
tion. 


Newly-married cou¬ 
ples, when you find your¬ 
selves in a crisis, do not 
conclude that divorce is 
inevitable. All of us— 
family members, friends, 
communities of faith— 
should feel responsible 
for helping you to recog¬ 
nize that divorce is not in¬ 
evitable and is certainly 
not your only option. 

An enduring mar¬ 
riage is more than simply 
endurance. It is a process 
of growth into an intimate friendship and a deepening 
peace. So we urge all couples: renew your commitment 
regularly, seek enrichment often, and ask for pastoral and 
professional help when needed. 

To live faithfully in a marriage requires humility, trust, 
compromise, communication, and a sense of humor. It is a 
give-and-take experience, involving hurt and forgiveness, 
failure and sacrifice. The very same thing is true of fidelity 
in other family relationships. 

Children who care for parents stricken with Alzheimer's 
disease, parents who stand by their adult children even when 
they seem to reject the family's values, a grandparent who 
helps to raise the children when parents are unable, a single 
parent who goes to great lengths to raise and nurture the chil¬ 
dren without the benefit of tire other parent: all these are living 
faithful lives. They enflesh the words of Ruth, who refused to 
forsake her widowed mother-in-law, Naomi, and instead 
vowed, "wherever you go I will go" (Ru 1:16). 

Your faithful love in a marriage and family is tested by 
change. It can also be strengthened and brought to matur¬ 
ity through change. The challenge is to remain open to the 
Lord's gracious, healing presence and to see change as an 
opportunity for growth. 

Some changes in a family come unexpectedly, like a 
major illness, a job transfer, or loss of employment. Others 
fit more naturally into the flow of life, such as the birth of a 
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child, the arrival of teenage years, or adult children leaving 
home. Regardless, though, every change brings with it a 
measure of stress and uncertainty. For many, it is like a dark 
night of the soul. 

In these moments, dare to hope that you will rise to 
new experiences of love, entering into the very mystery of 
Christ's own dying and rising. 

Maybe your family is trying to cope with a difficult loss 
or change. Perhaps you are tom by a conflict or trapped in 
an unhealthy pattern of relationships. If this is so, please 
seek God's help and the support of the Church. 

The Church's treasures of prayer and worship, learning 
and service, contemplation and spiritual guidance are always 
available to you. The grace of the sacrament of matrimony 
and the power of the commitment that you have made to one 
another are continuing wellsprings of strength. 

A marriage b etween a Christian and a follower of another 
religion, while not a sacrament, is a holy state instituted by 
God. It too is a divine gift with sustaining spiritual power. 

Also, do not hesitate to seek professional assistance. 
Counseling, for example, can help you to identify the per- 

tively. 


Reflection Questions 

• What does love mean to you? 

• When have you had to renew a decision to love your 
spouse, child, or another family member? 

• What made it difficult or easy? 



Giving Life 

St. Thomas Aquinas taught that love diffuses itself, 
that is, it wells up and spills over into every aspect of our 
lives. 

When a man and a woman marry they pledge a love 
which is, in the words of Pope Paul VI, creative of life (cf. On 
Human Life, no. 9). For a "couple, while giving themselves to 
one another, give not just themselves but also the reality of 
their children, who are a living reflection of their love..." (On 
the Family, no. 14). 

Welcoming a child, through birth or adoption, is an act 
of faith as well as an act of love. Being open to new life sig¬ 
nals trust in the God who ultimately creates and sustains all 
life. It is also the beginning of a lifetime commitment: nur- 
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hiring, teaching, disciplining, and, finally, letting go of a 
child—as he or she follows a new and perhaps uncharted way 
of love. Parenthood is indeed a Christian call and responsibil¬ 
ity. It is the experience of acting as God's instruments in giving 
life to sons and daughters in various ways; but equally, it is an 
experience of being formed by God through your children. 

The life that you give as parents is not restricted just to 
your offspring. The children of other families need your 
guidance, as do other parents who can benefit from your 
hard-earned experience. Likewise, you cannot raise your 
own children alone. All families—even those with two par¬ 
ents—need a wider circle of aunts and uncles, grandpar¬ 
ents, godparents, and other faith-filled families. 

There are so many ways in which families can give life, 
especially in a society that devalues life through such ac¬ 
tions as abortion and euthanasia. For instance, your family 
can ask: how have we been blessed as a family? What val¬ 
ues and beliefs do we want to hand on to future genera¬ 
tions? What strengths and resources do we possess that we 
could share with others? What traditions and rituals have 
enriched our lives? Could they benefit other families? 

Each generation of a family is challenged to leave the 
world a more beautiful and beneficial place than it inher¬ 
ited. You can do this, for example, when you deliberately pass 
on your wisdom and the faith of the Church, providing coun¬ 
tercultural messages about poverty, consumerism, sexuality, 
and racial justice—to name a few. 

You also give life as a family by doing such simple things 
as taking a grandparent out of a nursing home for a ride, 
bringing a meal to a sick neighbor, helping to build homes for 
poor people, working in a soup kitchen, recycling your goods, 
working to improve the schools, or 
joining political action on behalf of 
those treated unjustly. 

Such activity builds stronger 
family bonds. It enriches both the 
receiver and the giver. It releases 
the "formidable energies" present 
in families for building a better so¬ 
ciety (On the Futility, no. 43). The 
value of your witness which 
Christian families offer cannot be 
overestimated. As a family be¬ 
comes a community of faith and 
love, it simultaneously becomes a 
center of evangelization. 
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Reflection Questions 

• What is it in life that matters most to me? 

• How, with whom—and when—shall I share my treasure? 

• Does our family share what it treasures with other families? 


Growing in Mutuality 

At the basis of all relationships in a family is our funda¬ 
mental equality as persons created in God's image. The 
creation narratives in the Book of Genesis teach this funda¬ 
mental truth: "both man and woman are human beings to 
an equal degree, both are created in God's image" (On the 
Dignity and Vocation of Women, no. 6). 

And St. Paul describes the "new creation" made possi¬ 
ble in Christ: 

For all of you who were baptized into Christ have 
clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free per¬ 
son, there is not male and female; for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:27-28). 

Marriage is the partnership of a man and woman equal 
in dignity and value. This does not imply sameness in roles 
or expectations. There are important physical and psycho¬ 
logical traits which result in differing skills and perspec¬ 
tives. Nor does the equality of persons mean that two 
spouses will have identical gifts or character or roles. 

Rather, a couple who accepts their equality as sons and 
daughters in the Lord will honor and cherish one another. 
They will respect and value each other's gifts and unique¬ 
ness. They will "[b]e subordinate to one another out of rev¬ 
erence for Christ" (Eph 5:21). 

Our competitive culture tends to promote aggressive¬ 
ness and struggles for power. These are a common part of life, 
especially in the workplace. It is all too easy for couples to 
bring an unhealthy competitive spirit to their relationship. 
The Gospel demands that all of us critically examine such at¬ 
titudes. Marriage must never become a struggle for control. 

For, unlike other relationships, marriage is a vowed 
covenant with unique dimensions. In this partnership, mu¬ 
tual submission—not dominance by either partner—is die 
key to genuine joy. Our attitude shouldbe the same as Jesus 
"[w]ho, though he was in the form of God, did not regard 
equality with God something to be grasped. Rather, he 
emptied himself..." (Phil 2:6-7). 
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True equality, understood as mutuality, is not measur¬ 
ing out tasks (who prepares the meals, who supervises 
homework, and so forth) or maintaining an orderly sched¬ 
ule. It thrives at a much deeper level where the power of the 
Spirit resides. Here, the grace of the vowed life not only 
makes the shedding of willfulness possible, but also leads 
to a joyful willingness. 

Mutuality is really about sharing power and exercising 
responsibility for a purpose larger than ourselves. How 
household duties are distributed should follow from under¬ 


standing what it takes to build a life together, as well as the in¬ 
dividual skills and interests you bring to your common life. 

Our experience as pastors shows us that genuine mari¬ 
tal intimacy and true friendship are unlikely without mu¬ 
tuality. One spouse alone is not the keeper of love's flame. 
Both of you are co-creators of your relationship. Nowhere 
is this more vividly portrayed than in your decisions about 
having children. The Church promotes natural family 
planning for many reasons, among which are that "it fa¬ 
vors attention for one's partner, helps both parties to drive 
out selfishness, the enemy of true love, and deepens their 
sense of responsibility" (On Human Life, no. 21). 

Agreeing that you are equal might be easier than 
changing your behavior or accepting joint responsibility 
for your relationship. It takes hard work to really under¬ 
stand another's feelings or to practice shared decision mak¬ 
ing on important matters. 

Sharing feelings and a willingness to be vulnerable can 
be difficult, particularly for those of us raised in the "strong 
and silent" tradition. Men in all walks of life seem to have 
been influenced by this unwritten norm. 

Moreover, some women have learned to fear conflict 
and may remain passive in the face of it. Women who ac¬ 
cept their own self-worth are more able to express their be¬ 
liefs, ideas, and feelings, even such painful ones as anger. 

Flexible roles may appear difficult if your families of 
origin did not model them. Each family (couple) must de¬ 
cide what is best for them in a spirit of respect and mutual¬ 
ity. Especially when both spouses are employed, house¬ 
hold duties need to be shared. 

We urge you to take advantage of programs sponsored 
by your parish, diocese, or other organizations in your 
community that teach communication and conflict resolu¬ 
tion to couples and to parents. Also there are worthwhile 
programs that lead women and men to a spiritual under- 
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standing of their behaviors, to appreciate how they influ¬ 
ence each other, and to move beyond gender stereotypes. 

We urge you to join with other couples and families 
who are making a conscious effort to follow Christ's way of 
love. You can find help for this through the Christian Fam¬ 
ily Movement (CFM), Marriage Encounter, Teams of Our 
Lady, the New Families Movement, and your diocesan 
Family Life Office—to name just a few. 

When children are bom, both 
mother and father are important 
in nurturing and forming them. 

More and more, fathers have been 
discovering how their involve¬ 
ment in parenting enriches both 
their children and themselves. 

This is a hopeful development. 

We urge men to interpret their 
traditional role as "provider" for a 
family in more than an economic 
sense. Physical care of children, 
discipline, training in religious 
values and practices, helping with 
school work and other activities: 
all these and more can be provided 
by fathers as well as mothers. 

There is a lesson to be learned 
from the way in which many cultures place children at the 
center of family life. Children in the family share equal dig¬ 
nity as persons with the adults. They too are part of the 
covenant of mutuality. Parents can demonstrate this by 
treating children with respect, giving them responsibili¬ 
ties, listening seriously to their thoughts and feelings. 

Bringing children into decision-making discussions, es¬ 
pecially when the decisions could alter the pattern of family 
life, has precedent in our tradition. We read in the Rule of St. 
Benedict that the abbot is to consult with all members of the 
monastery, even the youngest (who often were children), 
when their lives were likely to be affected. Rather than under¬ 
mining authority, this strengthens it in love. 

Elders enrich the life of their families. They, too, should 
be cherished, not merely tolerated, for they are "a witness 
to the past and a source of wisdom for the young and for the 
future" (On the Family, no. 27). Grandparents, we encour¬ 
age you to continue your lives of caring, especially for the 
youngest generation, and to find additional ways of dem¬ 
onstrating love for your children and grandchildren. 



21 


Photo by Jim and Mary Whitmer 


The pattern of mutuality within a household is dosely al¬ 
lied with the virtue of humility. And humility is forged in 
prayer: husbands and wives praying with and for each other, 
parents praying with and for their children. This is the 
heart of ministry within the church of the home. 


Reflection Questions 

• Asa married couple, reread this section and consider: 
how has early life shaped our understanding of the roles 
of men and women? 

• Where do we need to grow in mutuality? 

• Asa family, do we show respect for one another? 

• How can we strengthen this virtue? 


Taking Time 

We are struck by the incredible busyness of family life 
that can take its toll on loving relationships. Daily we ob¬ 
serve families overwhelmed by the demands of work, busi¬ 
ness travel, household tasks, getting to and from school, 
keeping appointments with doctors, civic responsibilities, 
and volunteering. 

Both men and women can get caught up in long hours 
and weekends at their place of work. Balancing home and 
work responsibilities is a shared obligation for spouses. It is 
a critical issue facing families today. Where choices exist, 
hours on the job need to be weighed against their impact on 
family life. 

To thrive, love requires attention, communication, and 
time—to share a story or confide a need, to play a game, to 
tell a joke, to watch and cheer on—time to be present to an¬ 
other's failure or success, confusion, despair or moment of 
decision. 

Spending time together builds intimacy, increases un¬ 
derstanding and creates memories between husband and 
wife, parent and child, brothers and sisters, grandparents 
and younger family members. It is hard to imagine how a 
family can live faithfully, be life giving, and grow in mutu¬ 
ality without deliberately choosing to spend time together. 

It is especially important for couples to have some time 
alone. Spending time away from children and other adults 
provides opportunities to grow in understanding and re¬ 
kindles the fire of love that is often left unattended as chil¬ 
dren, job, and other commitments claim time and energy. 
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So, each of us needs to ask: to what am I giving my pre¬ 
cious time? What are my priorities? Do television, sports, 
making money, shopping, getting ahead on the job, volun¬ 
teering in the church or community swallow up time that 
could be better spent with those I love? 

We challenge you to examine the priorities you have for 
your family. Compare them with how you actually spend 
your time. See what individual pursuits could be given up or 
replaced with family activities. We urge you to take time to 
be together: 

making shared meals 
a priority (even if 
you gather at a fast 
food restaurant), 

praying and worship¬ 
ping together, espe¬ 
cially at the Sunday 
Eucharist and in fam¬ 
ily prayers, such as 
the rosary, 

building family tradi¬ 
tions and rituals, 

taking part in retreats 
and family education 
programs. 

Watching television together and discussing the values being 
promoted on programs can be time well spent as a family. 

Time given to solitude is also time well spent. When we 
enter into a genuine Sabbath experience, alone with God, 
we can understand more fully who we are—as distin¬ 
guished from what we do—and can receive what Jesus of¬ 
fers when he invites us to "come to me... and I will refresh 
you" (Mt 11:28). 



Reflection Questions 

• How are we balancing time commitments to jobs, 
community, each other, and the children? 

• Have our lives become too fragmented? 

• What positive choices have we made, this week, to 
improve on how we use our time? 
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An Invitation 

Earlier in our message we affirmed the ancient insight 
that the Christian family is a church of the home. This un¬ 
derstanding has guided and informed all we have written. 
We know that, in the everyday moments of your family 
lives, you proclaim God's word, communicate with God in 
prayer, and serve the needs of others. The graced experience 
you have as a Christian family in your domestic church 
should be shared more extensively with all of us. 

We encourage you to help the Church by speaking to 
us, but more importantly to other families, about how you 
are trying to follow the way of love. Tell us how you work 
to stay married, how your family has overcome obstacles, 
how you have made time for each other, sought enrich¬ 
ment opportunities or professional help with your prob¬ 
lems. Share with us how you have come to understand 
your vocation as a spouse or parent. Speak to us of your 
pain over broken promises and relationships. Give witness 
to your belief in God's mercy as you move toward recon¬ 
ciliation both with your family and 
with the Church. Help us to appre¬ 
ciate the symbols and traditions 
with which you celebrate and wor¬ 
ship. Let us glimpse how you are 
trying to live a more simple life¬ 
style, serve the needy, build justice 
and peace in your community. Tell 
us what kinds of support you ex¬ 
pect from the larger Church. 

In 1994 (The International 
Year of the Family) Catholic News 
Service will provide a forum, 
through its syndicated "Faith 
Alive" series, for families to tell 
their stories. 

Your words and deeds will 
lend strength to our exhortations. 
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Our Pledge 

At other times we have urged all institutions of society to forge partner¬ 
ships with families. We now promise to do our part to develop such a part¬ 
nership within the Church. Specifically, as the National Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, we pledge: 

-r to welcome dialogue between our conference and families by asking 
the Committee on Marriage and Family to find ways of listening to 
families 7 reflections on this message; 

-I- to continue our support for families organizing to help one another, 
e.g., in the responsibilities of parenthood, in the process of grieving 
and healing after a significant loss, in taking action to serve the poor 
and remedy injustice, in forming communities of families who walk 
the way of love together; 

-I- to request theologians and pastoral leaders, especially at the national 
level, to develop resources that will strengthen the unity of marriage 
and deepen everyone's understanding of the value and role of the 
Christian family as a domestic church; 

-!- to study in greater depth how to improve our marriage preparation 
efforts and how to strengthen and enrich marriages, using the spiri¬ 
tual and pastoral resources of the Church, and to focus particularly 
on those stages in a marriage when there is the greatest likelihood of 
divorce; 

-!- to include more deliberately within the scope of our pastoral care an at¬ 
tentiveness to single-parent families, families in a second marriage, 
grandparents raising children, interracial families, interfaith families, 
and persons who are widowed or divorced; 

-f to broaden our efforts to welcome families from ethnically and racially 
diverse groups; 

-!- to advocate with national organizations, publishers, educators, and 
other experts for resources that will assist parents in the role of forming 
the morals and faith of their children; 

+ to continue our national advocacy for public policy and legislation 
that will promote family stability and the welfare of children and 
those who are most vulnerable—the unborn, the disabled, and the 
frail and sick elderly. 

In general, we wish to initiate or improve things that are within our com¬ 
petence as a national body so that our belief about you, a church of the home, 
will bear fruit. We bishops need you to infuse the whole Church with your 
vitality, your understanding, your loving intimacy, your hospitality. We 
need you, whose faith and discipleship are nurtured within the church of the 
home, to join more fully with us in proclaiming Christ to the world. 





Some Challenges 

We acknowledge that official structures sometimes 
make it difficult to have dialogue with families and to cre¬ 
ate a partnership with you. Therefore, as bishops in our in¬ 
dividual dioceses, we recognize these challenges: 

to urge our diocesan agencies and parishes to create 
ways for families to communicate with church lead¬ 
ership about their needs and their strengths; 

to see that our parishes, schools, institutions, and di¬ 
ocesan agencies examine the extent to which their 
policies and programs help or hinder family growth 
and enable families to meet their responsibilities; 

to give serious consideration to changing those policies 
and programs that are no longer responsive to contem¬ 
porary family needs or make it difficult for families to 
assume their rightful place as a church of the home. 

A Concluding Word 

We have expressed in various ways throughout our 
message how deeply we care about strengthening family 
life for the well-being of the world and the Church and, in¬ 
deed, for tire sake of every man, woman, and child. Now, as 
a means of emphasizing, we offer these reflections: 

Married couples: tire grace of the sacrament of matri¬ 
mony and the spiritual power of your vows are 
available to you daily. Call upon these realities to 
strengthen you in your vocation. 
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+ Parents: not only do your children need discipline and 
love, they need the example of adults whose behavior 
demonstrates their caring. Put your children first in 
making decisions about family life. 

+ Children and youth: you have the right to expect love, 
guidance, discipline, and respect from your parents 
and elders. And, in turn, you should obey and re¬ 
spect them while you share with them your love, 
your experience of God, your fears and hope. You 
should help your parents and elders in their needs and 
accompany them in the way of holiness. Pray for them 
as they do for you. 

+ Spouses who are separated: the road to healing, recon¬ 
ciliation, and rebuilding of your relationship can be a 
slow, painful one. If you are willing to begin that jour¬ 
ney, the Church has many resources like pastoral coun¬ 
seling, Retrouvaille, and The Third Option program, 
which can assist you. 

+ Divorced and widowed persons: relationships and cir¬ 
cumstances within your family may have changed, 
but God's love for you is ever present and does not 
come to an end. Grasp the hands of those who reach 
out to you in loving concern. Extend your own hand 
to others whom you meet on the road to healing and 
reconciliation. There is a home for you within our 
parishes and communities of faith. 

+ Single parents: to be faced with all the responsibili¬ 
ties of parenting by yourself is a challenge that 
touches the very core of your life. We bishops ex¬ 
press our solidarity with you. We urge all parishes 
and Christian communities to welcome you, to help 
you find what you need for a good family life, and to 
offer the loving friendship that is a mark of our 
Christian tradition. 

+ Families: join with other families in communities of 
mutual support. Spiritual growth, insight into prob¬ 
lems, help in times of trouble, and lasting friendships 
can flow from such experiences. 

+ There is no shame in seeking help for family prob¬ 
lems, whether it be in the form of counseling, educa¬ 
tional programs, or support groups. 

+ Christian life includes obligations beyond the family 
circle. For children to learn the true meaning of 
abundant life in Christ (cf. Jn 10:10), they need to 
know the joy of contributing to the common good: in 
the home, in the neighborhood, in the Church, and 
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in society. Duty is an anchor in what seems an ocean 
of chaos. 

If all the members of the Church are to follow Christ's 
way of love, it is essential that we continue speaking with, 
listening to, and learning from each other. We are the one 
Body of Christ: the Church in the home, in the small com¬ 
munity, in the parish, in the diocese, in a universal com¬ 
munion. We share one Lord, one faith, one baptism. We are 
one family in Christ! 


We bishops prayerfully entrust all families 
to Mary, the mother of Jesus 
and mother of the Church. 

We ask St. Joseph to guide you 
in all the ways of faithfulness. 





Teaching and Pastoral Documents 
on Marriage and Family Life 


Most of these documents (those listed with a publication number) 
are available from: United States Catholic Conference, Office for 
Publishing and Promotion Services, 3211 Fourth Street N.E., Wash¬ 
ington, D.C. 20017.800-235-8722. 


Second Vatican Council. Constitution on the Church in the 
Modem World/Gaudium et Spes. December 7,1965. Publica¬ 
tion No. 015-X. 

Teaching on the dignity of marriage, the role of the 
family, and the duty of society and the Church to sup¬ 
port families. 


Pope Paul VI. On Human Life/Humanae Vitae (also known as 
On the Regulation of Birth). July25,1968. Publication No. 280-2. 


Encyclical letter on the nature and purposes of married 
love, die gift of fertility, and the call to responsible par¬ 
enthood. 


Pope John Paul H. On the Family/Familiaris Consortio. De¬ 
cember 15,1981. Publication No. 833-9. 

Apostolic exhortation on the nature and tasks of the 
Christian family and the scope of pastoral care needed 
by families. 

Pope JohnPauin. On theDignityand Vocation ofWomen/Mulieris 
Dignitatem. August 15,1988. Publication No. 244-6. 

The mutuality of men and women in marriage, the im¬ 
portance of the order of love, and the essential Marian 
dimension of the Church are presented in this apostolic 
letter which springs from the Holy Father's meditation 
on the Scriptures. 

National Conference of Catholic Bishops. Human Life in 
Our Day. November 15,1968. (Not currently available from 
USCC; please check with your parish or diocesan library.) 
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Pastoral letter emphasizing the maturing of life in a 
family and the development of life in a peaceful world 
order. 

National Conference of Catholic Bishops. To Live in Christ 
Jesus: A Pastoral Reflection on the Moral Life. November 11, 
1976. (Not currently available from USCC; please check 
with your parish or diocesan library.) 

Pastoral letter responding to certain moral questions 
arising from life in the family, nation, and world com¬ 
munity. 

Holy See. Charter of the Rights of the Family. October 22,1983. 
Publication No. 906-8. 

A document addressed to governments presenting prin¬ 
ciples to be used in drawing up legislation, family policy 
and programs. 

Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. Directory 
for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism. 
March 25,1993. Publication No. 658-1. 

A document containing important directives on mixed 
marriages. 

National Conference of Catholic Bishops. Family Ministry: 
A Pastoral Plan and a Reaffirmation. November 13,1990. Pub¬ 
lication No. 426-0. 

Statement providing leadership and direction for pas¬ 
toral ministry with families. 

United States Catholic Conference. Human Sexuality: A 
Catholic Perspective for Education and Lifelong Learning. No¬ 
vember 21,1990. Publication No. 405-8. 

Document presenting the human values, scriptural 
roots, moral principles, and theological considerations 
that must be taken into account when formulating edu¬ 
cational programs. 

United States Catholic Conference. Putting Children and 
Families First: A Challenge for Our Church, Nation, and World. 
November 1991. Publication No. 469-4. 

Pastoral statement examining the social conditions of 
children and the moral and religious dimensions of car- 
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ing for them, especially through reordering our priori¬ 
ties in public policy and legislation. 

Committee on Marriage and Family, NCCB. A Family Per¬ 
spective in Church and Society: A Manual for All Pastoral Lead¬ 
ers. 1988. Publication No. 191-1. 

A resource for leaders to increase their understanding of 
contemporary families and to assess how policies and 
programs can strengthen family life. 

Committee for Pastoral Research and Practices, NCCB. 
Faithful to Each Other Forever: A Catholic Handbook of Pastoral 
Help for Marriage Preparation. 1989. Publication No. 252-7. 

A resource for diocesan and parish ministers responsi¬ 
ble for catechesis on the sacrament of matrimony, pre¬ 
paring couples for marriage, and providing pastoral 
care after the wedding. 

Committee on Marriage and Family, NCCB. Families at the 
Center: A Handbook for Parish Ministry with a Family Perspec¬ 
tive. 1990. Publication No. 337-X. 

A resource for those who want to know how the prin¬ 
ciples of a family perspective can be utilized in parish 
ministries. 

Committee on Marriage and Family and Committee on 
Women in Society and in the Church, NCCB. When I Call for 
Help: A Pastoral Response to Domestic Violence against Women. 

1992. Publication No. 547-X. 

A statement intended for the victims of abuse, for those 
to whom they turn for help, and for abusers them¬ 
selves; it offers moral and practical guidance for re¬ 
sponding to domestic violence and for dealing with 
those who abuse women. 

Committee for Pro-Life Activities, NCCB. Human Sexuality 
from God's Perspective: Humanae Vitae 25 Years Later. July25, 

1993. (Available from: Diocesan Development Program for 
Natural Family Planning, 3211 Fourth Street N.E., Wash¬ 
ington, D.C. 20017.202-541-3070.) 

A reaffirmation of the teaching of Humanae Vitae call¬ 
ing a new generation to recognize and accept the 
Church's prophetic vision of marriage, sexuality, and 
family life. 
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Follow the Way of Love 


'Even those who, in the past, have criticized the Catholic 
church for sometimes treating women as second-class 
citizens will find encouragement in the document... P 
What's refreshing about the message is that, 
unlike some church communiques, it is not writter 
in difficult-to-understand, theological language." 

The Orlando Sentine « 
Orlando, Florida 


. we need to create an environment where teamwork 


prevails at home. We're grateful to the Catholic bishops 
for providing not only spiritual, 
but moral leadership in this area." : 

The Courier-Journai 
Louisville, Kentucky 


"It begins by talking about the families 
that the bishops came from—some are single-parent, 
some minority, some poor." 

Joan Me Guinness Wagner, President of the National Association g 
Catholic Family Life Ministers; Program Coordinator, University o ; 

Dayton's Center for the Study of Family Development 
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